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The Process of Heightening in Teaching the Writing of Fiction
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aWhat's really basic about tdaching the whiting of fiction?
We all\ know this is not a new question., In fact, as I began =,
thinking of my ownmresponse, I found myseif wgndéping whether
there was, %ctually, anything more toﬂﬁe/gaid“on the opicl Ve
have asked many times over the yeage» hether creative Writing
can be taught at all. My own answer, changeable according to
mood and to what I feel Ifve accomplished in my last class,

-

runs ‘the gamut from serious consideration of Flaubert's advice,

,as quoted by Paul Eng}e, that, we can give the beginner no more,.

IS

no- lefs than a kiss on the brow and a kick in the behind" a11
the way to acceptance of Richard Scowcroft 8 assertion that

EN
"For the potential writer, the class may be his means of dis-*
covefing his ability, of speeding up,self-ériticism,tof a&celer-
ating his understanding of techniqdes and forms, of determining

whether he wishes to go on.with writin_g."2 Happily, becauée"

"I am more often in good moods“than bad, and because the majority

of my classes do, I believe, provide demonstrable evidence of

”progress in the creative writing of my students, I agrée w1th

Scowcroft more oftén than with Flaubert: some things about the

process of creative writing can ce{tainly be taught. ‘
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- making them aware of their 'own possibilities. Paul Murray:
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ting, we are also tefzchinrr students to do more tha ite.
L L ‘

lrar} Harris, my .colleague at Pitt ells e that-he ias not con-

cerned with just teaching students,to b& ‘writers, but with .~

~

\Kendall of Ohio.University wants his.students to acquire "a

\( 4 -t

heighteninJ’of perception leading to deeper realization of the
o

value of experience and at&ore*knOWing and sensitive exploration
ol that e?periévce;‘this seens to me,"\says Kgndalla "nuch’more
important than increased skill in writing_ fiction."3 And.
Richard Scowcroft again: "...somethihg can be done to help

the s%udent improve his writing, and in the process he can .
) ’

widen his capacities in reading, criticism, lrterary craft, and

hyman awareness. "4 / |
When we note such claims as thkse on behalf -of the creativeé

RN

'writing classroom, %&en we consider all the various developments -

on the part of students to which we teachers of creative writing
#

ct ‘ ‘ ] . tem
believe we can contyibute, then the questidn of ¥what's realfly
\ ;-

basik about teaching the writing of fiction?" takes on its

’

frightful dimension. I% should be asked and responded to repeat-

{
edly, answers to it should be constantly reViewed revised nd

even restated when they are good answers., "\We can accomplish

¥

much, .but time and effort have inevitable limitations;.wnat is

the best we can do? - oor

~

So ofien when we talk about deciding on the best we can do,

the old dichotomy is ‘put before us:, will we ‘'encourage the stul
i
dent in self- eypression, involve h\m in gctting’lisnexperience

(perhaps even his soul) out thcre on the page,_or_Will we set
' ) i * ) *‘
] ’ ) ‘ 3 Al ‘ +
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.. . ourselves to the tasf of teaching‘what has been called by
various of our oolleagﬁeS’ the craft, the skills, THE TECH-
NIQUE. — Yo me, this - LPhgbO -+ {5 false becauss ] think there

is_eieryfﬁossibility that fiction’is no more, no less, than

heightened experience, heighfened self- expression; eXoerience, .
self expressron are simply the bevlnnlng products of the fic-

tlon, and the process of thelr eventual transformation into

‘¢

" the. end product of the fiction-is the pnocess of helghtenlng.. g
. As Raul.ungle,oays.' "The first and most lmportant p01nt abouf

Egk\yritinv js Frat there is no such thing as material by 1tself

-

apart from the way in which a person sees it, feels’ toward it,,

and is able to Yeait organlzed form and an expreSS1on in

’ ~—

words. e Thus, no flctlon can come to ex1st without the author's ;>k
V4 partlcular reaction to experlenpe and his?lnltlal expression of

‘it. We can invdlve.students in helgh%ening their eXperlence and
. e

T .
their self-expression at various levels of sophis¥ication, but '

each student cgn begin the process. :Some will be*able to go- J

- - only so far;'others,'tnose Qho often prodeed'to the more

‘advanced,fiction cédurses in a writing curriculum, will go much
further. But getting students involved -~ at‘whatever level -
A e

- ln\xhg process of heig htening their eiperience and self-.

-

.express1on --,that's what's really basic aboht teaching the

A

writing o{\idctlon.
¢ +  TFor seﬁf—expression, where fiction starts, this is the
Dbest of timew. Perhaps.the feminist movement has been the sini§

gle most 1mportant influence in enoouravlng self- eApresslon ¢ v

and creating a climate where the zolea se of enotion pon papenggb

considered healthy and productive, Back 1n l¢72, Adrlenne Réch é
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was urging, in-an ‘essay published in Collepe English, that -

N . oo *
vomen not avoid writing out their feelings of anger and victimi-

zaticn 2nt that ren begin to "give Hizth Lo their own’ subJectlv—

ity."6 Another femrnlst Charlotte JPainter, haé\ertten in

\

“her recent book, Rewelations, of a "delightful new freedom, . ,' *
'y ' . N . v : N
.suggeStinﬂ that secrecy . is at a low ebb. Diary-keepinéflshe -,

¥,
says, 1s én the sze, and adds that between the source mater1a1

of the dla”y and the flnlshed artlstlc product, there is an

s

enlgnaf ¢ link, "I have a creeping persua31on," srie writes
further ”tnat th¢g’efploratlon of consCLOusness may be evolvﬁhg

into an art form."7 Perhaps Palnter sees here,-rlgntly or
L ¢
wrongdy, the beglnnlngs of the evolutlon of a new artﬂﬂorm' but
. e x
it seems fo me that the eyploratlon of consciousness has always

been and alwa?s will be evolv;ng into a variety of art \orms,
L , -~ )
of whldh f:ctlon is one. What we have at the present is prob—

ably a wider, more exten31ve, more potentlally prbductlve\\

starting place. « For I:have found that my.creatlve wrltlng\%tu—\

t

~
PR

dents, f%nale and male, are in touch with their experience, » .
especially their emotional experience, more often now than
. ¢ 7 N

formerly, and the step t lself—expression, if it has not already

* begun, tainly, presents no stumbling block; students who

voluntarily enrQll 'in fiction-writing courses are ready, even
& A .

anxious, to selféex -

Ve }ave already egknowledged, alsng with_ Painter, the ‘ :
enigmaticvldnk between the source raterial -- the self-expression
-- and the art form -- in ‘this case, fiétion. I believe that‘a
ma jor part -- perhaps, in its broadest impllcatlons, the- whole
-~ of the enigma of that link is the process I have called,

5‘\

/
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heightening. As has been said, it is not a simple process, but °

it-can be dealt with by students in one of its many aspectsg at

7’ 1 Y F
! % )' s
Soretlmes "the hardest step is convincing studentsgthat their -

IS

v

self- express1on ought to be operated on at a11 that’ 1t is not )
- already an end product of art. After a11 here is the honest
y \authenth outpouring of the, feellng self on paper; is not that
' task still a bit difficult for some, enough“ Arguments to
th1s effect are occa31ona11y persu=s1ve, espec1a11y at time'
when it is absolutely necesSary for students to be' in touch
W}th their feelings, at a time when someowe the likes of Anais

Nin says of poetry;.which is not fiction but is certainly fic-

‘tion's intwimate, that it is "no longer to be defined as'of old;

- ¢ N /
it has opened its doors to direct statement to slogans,: to .
marchlng sor\gs..j"—8 No doubt she'° right, and such assertlons

i

produce in me amb1val@nt feellngo, even reservations about my ?
insisténce that self- expression is on1y the starting point for
fiction, for any wrltlng that considers itself an art form ‘ é?

Adrienne. Rich, bless hér, frees me from such reservatloqs. Fér

Al

though she finds much of her former work "too literary, too
~ dependent on allusion," and though she finds herself "iﬂcreasingly

willlng to letﬂthe unconscious offer its materials," whlch is

certainly as it should be, nevertheless, she "has mot for one .

moment turded Lherﬂ back on conscious choice and selectlon " and

, Pl J
A -attests furthqr that "Tor 2 poem to coalesce; for a charaoter to’

b

- take shape, there has. to be ‘an 1na0¢nat1ve transformation of

'reallty whlch is in no may passxvc.,..ertlng is re/naming "9

So then, ae must get stude to tu rove oa from, self- cxpvesslon,

for~ 1t is Just the begirning of the fiction. : f’

6
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r Thus, we proceed to deal witd heightening, the process: I
find absolutely basic to the making ‘of any. ‘art form and there- -
fore basic.to tea®hing the writing of'fiction. 'In order to 5
determinc the nature of the heiéhtening process as it relatea
specifically to fiction, it might be helpiul'tg decide what we'
expect our fictibn;tc accomplish. Readers of ficticn do not
want messages, statenents,. the TRUTH; ("You tell a story,"

. says Flannery O'é%nnor, "because a* tatement would. be inade-

<
quate. ")10 They don't 'f'lnt( what Ty Gwn teache , Gladys Schmitt,
vsed to call "und i gefied chun}s 4 theSis materiil " Instead,

readero of Tictlon want what Mark van Doren wants when, in his .
poem, "How To Tell A Stor ,",he asks the writer to nahe "time.,.
stop/Dead stif&/So I can ie there with you;,feeling, eeeiné";
they want to participat@:fﬁily in thecemotionally important,\
§happening of the fiction, vThus; the Writer must heighten his
experience and his self-expression so that it communicates to

the reader what Henry James called "felt 1ife", and asg for me,

I find that the principles\of heightening moet important to my,
teaching of fiction -- because they are absolutely essential to
the communication oi:"felt life" -~ derive from the two qualities
which Flannery.C'Connor considers the leaetlcommdn denominators
of fiction - first "that it is concrete," and, second, "that

it has to be largely presented rather than reported...[that is:]

11

it relies heavily on the element of drama " The heightening

procesgses: of concretization and dramatization,are really
{

.inseparable and go-further than-any other devices or techniques
!

of fiction toward communicating "felt life"; for neither abetrac-‘

tions nor reports will achieve the reader's involverent in an

7 . . . —
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emot10a1715 important happening. To concretize,'to dramatize --7

I

these are the processes. of helchtenlng‘that studecjj/f& fiction |
' .
.4t every leveél must b taught.

" So much for the theoretical argument, th'e establishment,

in theory, of what'; really basic about teaching. the writing of
fiction. There is, of gourse,‘the matter 6: practice, and pe;-

haps a little time should Be spent on sbme‘ﬁrief suggestions ~ L
for‘teachlng the processes of concretization-and dramatization.-

.

I begynﬂ'always, in my lower-level fiction-writing couxqes, with

pre-writing exercises of observatlon ‘and_perception, the purpose
. ' . R A

!

of which is Yo sharpgén sensory responseé. In looking at the

+
>

photograph of @n oId man, for example, students mﬁ;t do more

than see the pro inqpt vein in ‘his head; they must imagine the
sound of his v ice, the texture of his beard, the smell of his
; \ v

ogne. Ve ite about characters, concretlziﬁg first their

soma, or.body, as we describe them both at rest and in motlo
Next, we wofk with concretizing the emotions of the character.
Generalized statements of emotion, which the reader will pot ‘
* fﬁnd<éonvinczzgj thgm? concretized thought passages which‘

convey the experience of the emotion. For éiample: - she felt .

- that,her-llfe was empty (or she felt sad or she felt dep essed,

or she didn't have anyone to love her)\becomss, in one stu-

. -

. dent's paper: L i .5 T
» As 'she sat her gaze shifted slightly, and she- began
“to study her reflpct10n~in the -dark window of the bus.
That picture would look good on a book-jacket, shc decided.
It was safer to think about the book-jdcket: than the book.
¥Why was it she seldom wrote anymore,'she wondered. Now ' \
she saw the photograph of her face, mirrored in thé win-
-dow, on the back cover of a bestselle The face <"
experienced and worldly, they would aay of it, VPﬁvStlll

-~ 8 o
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.\ . . " . & . . ‘/ 'lj".‘ B
vﬁlnera%le. It was not the face; of a cynfic. Sensitive, . M
young woman artist lost maybe, buibnoﬁ sjrept avay ., e

‘She began to compose the biography t at would appear
below the phctograph. I have jno biogravhy, che decided
at last. "This womdn has no, biography,” the back cover
would read. "And even if she did it wouldn't concern
anyone." . "

of Truth or theSiq at each ather, but, by integ ating voi%es,

I3 .

physical detail, thonght passages of concretized emotion, to

- |
/ ¢ |

convey the experience of an\encohnterébetween twp flesh-and-

blood .people. Hexe, from another student story,|is bart of a

. . [ Y . .
scene between a soldier who has just returned’ fram Vietnam and

the man who rups the employnent office where he é es to find a

jobs . , ( :
As he walked into the ém;io;;entjzfiice, Mooney made
sure to wear his medal pinmed to his cXet. | It Vvas only
a good confluct medal for (staying out off trouble for two
years while sitting in a tree, but all Mooney had to-do
* _was wink, point to his medal, say: "I got .this in the
war," and polish it with his palm. That, he knpew, always
impressed people who were impressed with thxng like that,

"I got this in the war," Mooney told Mr. S mpson, a
ruddy little man behind a ruddy little desk in & drafty
“. room, :

impson, a
n his throat.
name pen-

\31 see you were in the service," said Mr.
ruddy: little voice coming from somewhere ‘deep
He was' fingering through a folder with Mooney
' . ciled in on the front R
Mooney straig tened up in his chair. "Well," he
began, "that's how [ got this medal."
. . . .
"Now‘aboug your test results."
: _ : ;
- vl hadﬁthis spekial-mission, Top Secret."

N Mr. Simpson ran|thmeugh the folder, then backward,
then forward again, thfén flipped tho rages back and forth

.U‘~ ' \ 9

V.o
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flnally dropped the folder on his dpsk rubbed his exﬁ@, 5
yawnéd He rested his.head in his handg, elbows propped
up .on hi‘s desk, his pock marked face/l oklng tired and
ancient. . a

-

"Secret P@sszon’" said Mr. Slmpson.

- uThat's how I got thls medal " } ,//
s -
"What did you have to do?"
. . « -
"Well ;" Mooney hesitated; "it was Top Secret:'. ¥

I.won't tell anyone: Do I look like the kind of .
uld tell secrets, especially TOP.secre}s?" '

tr Fr., Simpsdén loQked interested for the first time,
like it was the fir time in his life he'd ever been
interested in anything. "Come on, yéu can tell me, Vhat
kind. of Top Secret Mission were yow on? Hmmmmmmmm?"

"I was assigned this tree," Mooney blurted out.
. v -
‘llAnd...ll .
' i ‘ ’ 3
. Mooney shrugaed r . [ " e
/- . s/

ME. ‘Slmpson lowered/his arms, 'stared at Mooney,
bllnked several times like a man who was supposed to be'
‘somewhere else and ha materlallzsw this partictlar
sppt for no particuldr reason and was-doing his best to
dematerialize back from where he came, He blinked some

more.

"Sniper duty " Mooney thought he'd add, ralsing his
haﬁa‘sheeplshly Tike a child wishlng to be excused .

Nr., Slmpson trled to- th&nk "Sniper duty...Narks-
manship," he said. "Marksmanship?" he asked. .

he I‘-’ ¢ e - "

Mooney shrugged akain. ‘

.

"Marksmanship," Mr. Simpson\%epeated to himself.
umarksménship,u repiited Fooney like a stiiigpx arn-
"karksmanshlp " Mr.-Simpson repeated, ‘'Marksmanship,"
he said, raising his voice, pounding hid fist, running to
a drawer, pulling out a dusty old folder. "There's this
amusement park; let's see, tHéy've been looking for a
shooter,..here it is...here...Now, Mis,.." and as he
looked up .and turned around, he stopped blinked at the’
empty Fhalr in front of him.

4

~

10 -
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"Fister NoCney?" he said to the empty chair, but the.
chair didn't answer. .He look8d up at the open door creak-

ing in the drafty room. "Beggars can't be choosers," he

called to the open door, but the open door Just Xept on
creaking back and forth. ' .

The beginnlhg of this flctlon was self-expression - a
young man's angf§ words aga%hst the government's mishandling of .’
veteran hiring. "They dqn‘t know what they re doing; they mahe
the gufs lose self-esteem; . they make you feel defeated angd L
insulted; etc., etc. The helghtening into. the artlstlc product
1nvolved the maklng of characters, the concretlalng of thelr
quies -- including stlll detaxlﬁ gestures, movements, y01ce -

i

.and of their thought prdeesses. Some concrete details of place

' o Aiata | v . ‘
make the scene more immediate, The interaction thus becomes a

¢

-dramatized scene ~-- an encounter.presented and not reported.‘
® - P

It is'selﬁ—expregsion heighteneq'i~ concretized, qramatized. ’
It has become_ﬁfelt life" in which the reader fully participates.
Anu all students of fiction-writing can at least begin.; “
Assuredly} my observations here have suggested ne important -
innovations in the field., But; then, I'ggspond not to the ques-
tion of "what's really new in teaching the writing of f;ctionq"

. but of "what's really basic about teaching the writing of fic-

l
tlongf Helghtenlng experlence and self-expression by con-

cretlzlng and dramatizing is a fundamental process of fiction.

It is not an easy aocomplrshment. "I thlnk,"‘says‘Flanner

0! Connor, "ome reason that people find 1t 80 dlfflcult to wrlte
stories is ‘that they forget how much time and patience is rEQuired
. to cenvince‘through the senses.}..The flct}on writer has to. pro-
 vide [émotion2and thought] with a body; hé has to create a world

- ’ N
with weight and extension."12 lark van Doren's first words to

. .
.
y 11 ’ :
. -
» N -
~ L4 L4




sy
PR

7

Al ~
Anfta B, Mallinger.

’ v » .
-11= ‘Teaching Fiction
- \.

+
the writeL 1n "How To Tell A Story"-are "mahc your';ime /Tell

it slowiy " Students must take the tlme and have the' patlence

to conblptlae and dramatize if the :y wish to write flctlon, and

-

‘we, their .teachers, must take the time and have the patlence to

help, them learn. The learning, of_;guyse, wi}l ‘bring eour stu-

dents more than the improvement of their fiction; it will pro-

,
-

vide them, thé enjo&meqt and enrichment.of a "literary ipagination,"
which just means the ability to, do-simple, crazy things like give
life to the s%ranvers they watch at, say, .the bus stop. And, as
for us, well, we wowld not. be here if the time and the pdtience-
of our teaching did not b;lpg us, tod, somé pleasure.’

y t e

\

< -
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